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Abstract

This article sets out to investigate the black and veiled female body within particular regimes of
power and visibility. The two types of bodies are addressed as cultural artifacts, products of timely
norms and cultural and political imperatives. The article builds on a theoretical framework centered
on the notion of embodiment and the role played by the human body in the regulation of social
interactions. Simultaneously, a critical commentary is given relative to the use and misuse of body

image, projections, representations and reproductions of the female body.

Following the theoretical layout proposed, the article proposes an interrogation into artistic
practice, in order to determine to what extent it can produce social critical commentary and

eventually change.
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This article addresses various constructions of the female body as they emerge in contemporary
Western cultural space and proposes eritical account of the cultural practices that contribute to its
formation. The analysis focuses on two distinct forms in which the female body is shaped within
this cultural and conceptual spacez the black female body in the modern and contemporary
American sociocultural layout, and the veiled (Muslim) female body, in Western European space.
Despite the apparent incongruity of these two elements, a comparative view might bring to light a
series of similarities in connection with processes of cultural iscription, fragmentation,
deconstruction and resignification of the racialized female body. All these practices are necessary,
as they animate heterenormative social structures and infuse the heteresocial practices of
gendering within (Western) society,in the effort of regulating difference and the role it plays in the
shaping of otherness. It is socially imperative to construct roles, images and models for and about
women that are recognizable and can function complementary with other social roles wiih the
matrix of given power relations. These phenomena appropriate the female body, altering its totality
by means of epistemic violence and cultural aggression. It is the aim of this article to identify and
analyze instances where female bodies enter tise dimensions of violent inscription, becoming
socio-cultural constructs that serve a particular cultural scheme. We identify a potential site of
resistance in artistic practice. Visual art allows a wide array of investigation and critical

interrogation.

Embodiment. Questions of Identity and Materiality

4EA DPOT AAOGO 1T &£ 1T AGAOOGET ¢ AT A 1T AAATETC xT T AT80 A
masculine bodies, implies a series of assumptions, stereotypes and cultural habits that engage the
feminine corporeality in a dimension dependent upon social reading, intentionality and
fragmentation. These interactions have a liminal nature, as they regard various instances of
simultaneity, difference, intentionality or spatiality of the body in relation to the world.
Consequences and implications of these practices affect subjectivities they shape -pelfceptions
and alter the general vectors of knowledge production. In this perspective, the notion of
embodiment gathers ideas and practices related to the existenod individuals as bodily entities in
a world they experience starting from their bodies. In the past century, social studies and particular
strains of philosophy (like phenomenology) came to see the human body as a mode of
consciousness, a starting pointni the creation of a view of the world, and the ultimate space for the

manifestation of individuals as active elements within their environment.
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While making the argument that embodiment is a fundamental paradigm in the study of
humanity, Thomas Csordas dafes embodiment as a postulate resting on the core assumption of
OOEA AT AU ¢ AAETCY T10 AT 1TAEAAOG O1 AA OOOAEAA EI
OOAEAAO 1T &£ AOI OO0OAR 1T O ET 1 OEAQ Fren thefp&éectietoha AGE OO 2
double function of the bodyz as object and subject in a soctoultural environment z embodiment
appears to refer to the very shift between the two categories. Waskul and Vannini touch this idea in
Body/Embodiment: Symbolic Interaction and the Sociology of the Body (2006), where the sense of
OAl £ AT A OEA xEAARO OI AEAI AEODPI OEOEIT O AOA OAI AOD
refers quite precisely to the process by which the objedbody is actively experienced, produced,
sustained, and/a transformed as a subjectA T A&.Urbis view is an obvious break with the Cartesian
understanding of the human whole divided between mind and body. The reality of the human being
is now corporeality the main viewpoint towards the world is a bodily one, a ighly conscious
presence capable of experiencing culture, the self, and the others. Waskul and Vannini tackle the

matter of bodily being in the world from an interactionist standpoint, much in the tradition of

' i AOEAAT DOACIi AOGEOI h /Mbré thdd A A& & skeletoDiErdpped in AnliscleA O O
and stuffed with organs; the body is also an enormous vessel of meaning of utmost significance to
AT OE DPAOOT T ET $44E AATAA EQTTAEIANOU@BART AT O T £/ OEA AT AU O Al

the others deperds on the recognition of such dispositions in the bodies of others.

As Csordas writes, the purpose and function of a body are shared, present in the experience of
I OEAO bPAT PI Ah 1 AET OAETEI ¢ AUAITAO T &£ EI OAOAAQEITTO
Ei bl EAAOET ¢h AT A 1T AOGAO AiTThi® intdrécAondl acdbliini of bbdiyO O &1 A
experience may be underlying the formation and perpetuation of institutionalized representations
within a social environment. The apprehension of gender structure$or instance, is symptomatic of
the shared bodily experience; female individuals recognize their own bodily structures (defined
often by sexual organs) in the bodies of others, becoming inclined to reproduce in their being the

display of gender generallyassociated with female bodies. Body image and the presence of an

14ETT A0 #0171 OAAOR Ol AT AEI AT O AO A OAOAAECI A O '1TOEOI BPITITCUOGF

2 Dennis D. Waskul and P. VanninBody/Embodiment: Symbolic Interaction and the Sociology of the Body, (Hampshire:
Ashgate, 2006), p.3.

3 Waskul, Vannini,op. cit.

4T. Csordasop. cit. p. 137.
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exterior Other are basic starting points in the development of more complex social, cultural, and

political hierarchies. In a critique of disembodying practices of social actors, Stevi Jacksand Sue

3AT 00 | AET OAET OEAO OiI AEAI ET OAOAAOGEIT O OAOO Obi
OEOI OCE OEAEO AT AEAOh xA AAOAeITisEtbdess WEnkfies aAd) A CAh
validates an interesting double function of the use fobody imagez it is a tool in underlying both

sameness and difference.

Seeing and Believing: Performativity and the reclaiming of the interpellated body

The notion of visibility plays an essential role in the emergence of the female body as a locus of
producing and projecting difference.Cultural dichotomies at work in contemporaneity follow a
rather long Western tradition of visual primacy, as a tool in dveloping and maintaining a
a critical reading of such objective accounts of reality, a critique that would paradoxically bring out
the failure of visual categpE AO j} AO OAAA AT A CAT AAO AOAh ET DAOC
I AGAOOAAIBA ) AIODBAAR OEA AOCOAOhRh OEA OAEOAOOOEOA
dimensions, will become clear, infusing some sort of cultural skepticism towards established

categoriess.

Besides gender, race and ethnicity are categories of existence marked by dimensions of
visibility and structural changes occurred at the level of perception. As a historian of culture and
human interactions, Michel Foucault analyzed visibility, with its vAous facets (invisibility,
surveillance, hypervisibility) as a means to understanding the wider order of producing knowledge
and organizing society. In this framework, the emergence of race as a tool in the categorization of

individuals is closely related to the general disposition of Western culture to manage difference and

530A0E *AAEOIT AT A 30A 3A1I 6Oh 60000ET C OEA "1 AUBO &AAO 11 O
AT AAO AT A 3 A @ Coanstrudtihg Sdndérd BddiesOBdhKathryn BacketMilburn and Linda McKie. (Lomlon:

Palgrave, 2001), pp. 24.

6 Robyn WiegmanAmerican Anatomies, (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1995), p. 9.

7 Ibid.

8 |bid.
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regulate identity, employing elements of the visible. The existence of gender and race as viable
categories of social life in western society is dependent upon the mechanisms of thisibie and the

various fields of vision it inspires. Social seeing defines and regulates, institutes normativity and

classifies transgression, all on the institutionalized assumption of the body being the primary locus

of being. Relative to the necessity focultural predispositions and pre-set structures of social

meaning, Judith Butler argues iBodies that Matter (2011) that the materiality of the body, the flesh

IO Al OPT OAAI EOUh EO AOOI AEAOGAA xEOE OAPOBADAOEIT h
Butler notes, the intelligibility of bodies is subjected to a particular rationality and power flux,

which lead to a subjective reading of materiality?. In other words, identity and subjectivity depend

on cultural scripts, which interpellate bodies in the process, rendering them meaningful relative to

A DPAOOEAOI AO OI AEAI AOEI 068 !1 OEOOOAOCEO TTOEIT 1T A&
OOOOAOO0OA 1T &£ OEA OAAEAI EUAA AT AT A AT AUh AOPAAE
OPADADBOEOUGS8 )T AEOEAOATI O AOA OEAEI AA6 ET O AAATI
already existing schema of meaning production: notions like black and white, man and woman are

infused with a binary logic, which regulates difference by recruitig individuals and redrafting

their bodily presence according to a structure of subjectivity deemed reasonable. Individuals with

female sexual organs are likely to behailed into becoming women and adopting the social

dispositions set for their roles. Indviduals with female sexual organs and dark skin tones are likely

to undergo a split in subjectivity, as their bodies are visually prone to extensive reading of historical

notions that evade their individuality. Likewise, a veiled body in a western publicpace will be

primarily defined by the piece of clothing as an extension of the female body it covers. Since the

body is imagined as the essential locus of being, the veiled body will become inseparably
intertwined with the imagined subjectivity corresponding to it. The wearing of the Muslim scarf

i OAEAOOAA O AU OEA CAT AOEA OAOI OOGAEIi oq I AU AA A
accessory, following social habit. Because of the complexity of individual choices and relationship to

the act of eiling, it is difficult to define the veil as one consistent cultural or countecultural

element. However, in a western field of vision, the intentionality of the act of veiling is irrelevant, as

the western conceptions perform a divorcing of individual &perience and general projections of a

cultural product.

9 Kaila Adia Storyop. cit. p. 38.

10 |bid.
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The naturalizations of bodily predispositions and corporeal elements under the primacy of
visualareAT T OAOOAA AU * OAEOE " 001 AOh xEI AT ET O OEA 1T1¢C
to foster the stylization of gender, ritualization, as a medium of cultural inscription, anticipation, as
a driving force for appropriation of normstt. Performativity thus counters the existence of a
O1 AOOOAIT -ékibtdhtUto fits s&ci@lAand cultural inscripton. Between interpellation and
performativity, the female body image is caught between webs of habitual social seeing, which alter
OEA DPOT EAAOAA AT A APPOI POEAOAA O1 AAOOOAT AET ¢ T &£ O
state of tension with itsi x1T AT T OAET AOAO8 4EA AT 1 OOOOAOQEI T h AEC
T A &®@re-determine the existence of such feature as essential. This article argues that, within a
postcolonial cultural ethos, western societies produce such pseudsssential notions of identity
starting from a mechanism of recognition and reproduction that is ultimately designed within a
AEAT A T £ OEOCET 18 )1 1 OEAO xI OAOh O1 AEOA &OA1T OU &

of differencets.

The unsubstantiated naturalzation of the visual and the primacy attributed to visual
indicators of identity generate a field of cultural aggression that is projected at the level of bodily
presence and corporeal dispositions: phenelypical attributes, in the case of black women, ro
traditional clothing, in the case of Muslim women become notions of ontological value. Under the
imposition of necessary visible markers of identity and the naturalization of embodied experience

as manifest identity, the lines between having a body anceing a subject are blurred.

Stuart Hall discusses the cultural signification and reproduction of difference ilivhat is This

O"1 AAES6 ET "1 AAjEp wodcbdhi AOE AMOON OEDROAST AAOT ET AOG OEA O
bodies of black men and women of och O A OET EAEOEAOCS6 AT A OEA 1T OAOAIL I
OEAO Al1T x0 A OMEAAEDEODORAT a8 BERT ICAUUASGT OEAOO A0 Ax

the recognition of the other as different, based on body image, are symptomatic of prevalencelaf t

visual, as a sensenaking dimension, providing individuals with manageable tools for

11 Sara Salihjudith Butler. (New York and London: Routledge, 2002).

12 Rajeswari Sunder RajanReal and Imagined Women. Gender, Culture and Postcolonialism. London and New York:
Routledge. 1993. pp. 123124

1BEOAT OU &ATT 1T h orithy Redidv Rres§ Red Yok 19648 6 h
14300A00 (Aiih O7TEAO0EDOUEE OB PO BudtdreEHd. Gink BehtE(Seattle: Bay Press,
1992), pp. 21-33.
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categorization and understanding. Differences of sex, race, culture, or ethnicity are inscribed with

visual codes, culturally agreed upon, and projected on the most a&ssible surfacez the body.
Merleau-Ponty tackles the relation between the act of seeing and various lived experiences of
individuals, emphasizing the quality of vision to constitute what is seen. Alia Aaji takes the point

further in her article The Racialization of Muslim Veils: a Philosophical Analysis, where she argues

OEAO OOEA ET OAT OEI 1T Al OO0O0O0A O OOAwhat fEstithrds Aliidregece, AT A E O
beyond the mere act of rendering things visible. Difference, instituted through the&omplex

i AAEATEOI 1T &£ OEA CAUAR EO EI £60Ad difed, reguiak Al AT OAA
maintain social predispositions. Race, violently extended to be an ontological category, is thus
generated in the act of seeing, it is essentially a gasf the general habitual social disposition of the

seeing subject, rather than a natural feature of the body observed. Consequently;Salji writes,

OET OEOEAEI EOU AT A OEOEAEI EOQU AOA 116 pPOI PAOOEAO
posiiol T £ OEA CAUA 17.EBkendeA or éaBeidtérpellationEhalvé gpécific dimensions

according to the social milieu in which they occur. However, Aaji argues, they work towards a

Al T OEOOAT 6 O1 OEAOET Co6 1 £ EIT AEOBAL AteOwhitd BubjécAl 1 U 1

constitutes the black subject through a process of abjection (Fanon), the néslamic subject
constitutes the Islamic subject by applying the same traits of abjection, which further a naturalized
logic of dichotomous embodied expéence of the Self: tchave a body identified as black is tdbe
black. Correlatively, the veiled female body will be used as an indicator of identity, according to
naturalized perceptions of the veil being a mark of gender oppression; a veiled woman whié an
undifferentiated victim of gender oppression. This practice of constructing and defining social

groups and individuals at an ontological level starting from mere visual traits of their corporeality

EO T AAAOOAOQEI U Ei AOAA xvhbdtErelidsiprriardyloDelvislalAegi§idrAE AT  OEA

The Body as Political Site: Difference and Power Structures

sAiaA-F3AEER 64EA 2AAEAT EUAOGETT T £ -Philbsophyl and®dkiél Cridicism,!36(H,BBI T O PEEA
902; 2010.

16 |dem.

17 Idem.
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In this layout characterized by complex regimes of visibility and various mechanisms of
appropriating and regulating subjectivities, an essentiatole is played by the body. The body is a
political site, insofar as it marks points of difference and sameness among individuals and allows
for correlative regulations of these categories. In the generic understanding of a political process as
one that energes out of structures of power, and works towards the subsequent reinforcement of
OOAE OOOOAOOOAOR OEA AT AU AAOGAT T PO Al AOAEEOAAOOC
£l O OEA AEOOOEAOQOEIT 1T £ | AOAOE Asaly (inQre fa® ERA ledily OAT BT O
20th centuries) classification of populatiort8. However, the body is not a seffufficient reality, but it
is included in a larger flux of producing and projecting political power and maintaining cultural
prominence. In this senario, the black body is attached a series of axiological features, designed to
control the projection and interpretation of images of black bodies. The primacy of the skin as
01 OOAA T &£ EAAT OEOU OAOOOEZAAAOR 1 AUET CEBPEAAAABEDOM
means of applying discipline on the surface of bodies and organizing the social environment.
&ATT1180 OEAAOG 1T £ Al AAET AOGOGe AOOAOGOO OF OEA OAI A E
OOUI AT 1 EA T OAO A AdaAvik B thd adténipi to niadBgeQiiffdtdndi®. The history
of individuals identified as blacks in the United States of America is symptomatic of this kind of
ontological violence, which naturalized black skin as a site of inferiority, and designated whitess
AO OA bPil EOGEAAI ObAAAMe agdinOthe fothefnEsk bf ith€ Bolhitd bodp ®A A A S 6
marked and politically employed in strategies of reinforcing social and culturaitatus quo.

As Merleau0 T T OU 117 OAOh OOGEA Al plopriatir® of Gdade, objdctd Al x EA O A
ET O000I AT OO 1T AAOOOG6h A DOEI ADUheQdeAdh Bifferkrké ds al £ EA/
mechanism of ideology is of importance, as it is difference and its institutionalized regimes of
visibility that organize settings of democratic life. The (racialized) female body is used in
constructing and delineating difference, being subjected to a process of ontological reductign
aggression manifested at a semiotic level, where meaning is attached to fragments of embodied

experience, such as sexual organs. At this point, mere experiences of the body degenerate into

18 Ronald L. Jackson IIScripting the Black masculine Body. Identity, Discourse, and Racial Politics in Popular Media. (New
York: University of New York Press, 2006), p.15.

19 F. FanonBlack Skin, White Masks, (London: Pluto Press, 1986), pp.10911.
20 R. Wegman, op. cit. p. 37, 216.

21 M. MerleauPonty, op. cit. p. 154.
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representations of the body (MerleauPonty) z elements of biology are used to design cultural
difference and naturalize it into otherness. A telling example ishe infamous phenomenon of the
Hottentot Venus, discussed by Janell Hobson Tie "Batty" Politic: Toward an Aesthetic of the Black
Female Body. The Hottentot Venus is the grotesque persona constructed for Sarah Baartman, a

south-African woman whose bodywas exhibited in a secalled freak show in the 19 century

%OO0T PA8 (1T AOIT AEOAOOOAO OEA DPOT AAOGO OEOI OCE xEE
which European fantasies, fears and desires were projected. Her fragmented boglynainly her
protruding buttocks and genitaliaz AAAAT A A OAT11T1TEUAA AT AUhd Al Ag,

alterity, the absolute Other, who bears in her body elements of a remote, exotic, savage society.
Differencez sexual and racialz was thus ingrained in the anatomy of the Ot#r, within an accessible

AEAT A T &£ OEOEI T h xEAOA O1T AEAT CAUA AT OI A AT1T0OO0TI
individual body, produced and reproduced, fragmented and dismembered, controlled according to

habits of seeing at work in a particularA O1 OO OAI OEI A AT A OPAAA8 " AA
experience and bodily structure entered, when meeting the mainstream signifying gaze, a regime of

violent re-signification, where bodily dispositions were redrafted and understood as layers of
subjectivity. Such practices are maintained, Hobson claims, in contemporary visual culture, as

female black bodies are included in specific categories of beauty, on account of historical echoes of

OEA EAT AT A AT AU 1 AAAT AA OCOI2DAONOAR T AOAAT Ah OOOA

Cover and Uncover the Other: the Muslim Female Body

In quite a similar way, power relations and violent regimes of visibility impact the image of
veiled women in Western cultural spaces. As discussed so far, the veiled female body is a powerful
social text,imbued with signs and symbols that echo a particular colonial imagery associated with
the Islamic Orient. Homa Hoodfar makes this observation iithe Veil in Their Minds and on our
Heads: The Persistence of Colonial Image of Muslim Women. Relative to the onstruction of the
)y O1 AT EA OAET ET xAOOAOT I tEceniufyfihe fodud ok répkeSentationtoOA Od, O
the Muslim Orient had changed from the male barbarian, constructed over centuries during the
#OOOAAAOh O1 OEA OO0IwAdsdasdlidify Adies &nCthel nidsdatthent oh 1 A

women. In this manner, images of Muslim women were used as a building block for the

22 Janell Hobson, The "Batty" Politic: Toward an Aesthetic of the Black Female Bddypatia, 18:4 (87-105), 2003.
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hegemony of western imperiaE O#3.6This narrative drafted for the Muslim Other relies, in
contemporary Western society, on the perpetuation of the image of oppressed Muslim women. In

colonial times, the middleeastern woman was typically depicted as frivolous, sexual and
dangerous. Eward W. Said points out that, women from the Middle East were often represented as

belly dancers, temptresses, prostitutes, or silenced women in a harémTheir bodies, just like the

Orient, were open to be conquered and dominated. In contemporaneity, theage of the Muslim

woman underwent a process of radical change, mostly because they became social agents in

western societies, and were no longer perceived as distant, exotic Others or merely fictive
characters. The physical presence of Muslim women inestern societies collides with the static,

rigid misconceptions of a (still colonial) western gaze.

Muslim women are turned into victims through an unsubstantiated process of naturalization
of gender oppression on their bodies. The veiled body is esbjeA OE £AEAAh x1 1 AT-6 0 ACAI
3AEEGO x1 OAOh 1 OOEI AOGAAh AT A Ahsigikitabon & ithAiEvRr) AOA A
corporeality: they are symbols of victimhood, voicelessness, and coercion. As a -peguisite of
racialization of the veiled body, the act of veiling is made hypevisible, overdetermined, as a
symbol of gender oppression. If, however, the western, white, freed woman, reflects herself in the
image of the Muslim Other, the question is: what counters in the image of the westesmoman for
the Islamic veil? The presence of the veil as an extension of the identity of the Other will function as
a reinforcement of western values that are seen to be under threat. This is one of several ways in
which the image of the Islamic veil has l#n separated from its meaning. It is a practice of cultural
aggression, a steady attempt to regularize the evgresent boundaries between the West and its

imaginary (necessarily portrayed as undercivilized) counterparts.

Reflected Identities

2(1T 1T A (1TTAZEAORh O4EA 6AEI ET 4EAEO - EI A0l ATBAV 1) 1 DOA (IAEAOQOI
RFR/DRF 22: 3/4

24 Edward W. SaidQrientalism. London: Penguin Books. 2003. pp. 36809.
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Both the female black body and the female veiled body are cultural artifacts, mental
constructions that serve particular functions in the process of regulating difference and defining
alterity. The black and veiled bodies stand for silenced subjectivities and are et to maintain and
reinforce imaginary borders between the West and the racial Other. In this process, following a
Foucauldian frame of thought, black female bodies are imagined under the established power
relations at work in society. Moreover, black andreiled female bodies are constructed on a binary
logic of existence: victim and aggressor, ovesexualized and asexual, freedom and oppression.
These categories limit agency and reduce identity to a set of modes of social existence, which need
to be accestble in a field of vision, prior to their recognition and acceptance. In this sense, Hoodfar
observes how individual lived experience of Muslim women are likely to be irrelevant in the context
of a naturalized image of veiled bodies and a prset habit of OT AEAT OAAEIT ¢Cq O4EA O
Ei ACA T &£ OEA T PPOAOOAA OAEI AA - OOIEI xi 1 AT 1T £OAI
OARAEI ET¢8 41 AATU OEEO EO Al G4 O1 AATU -OOIEI xIT1iA

The Black Female Body: artistic interrogations and visualizations by Kara Walker

The following section proposes a close examination of a selection of visual cultural products,
which, when analyzed within the cycle of productiory distribution z consumption, act as endemic
features of a larger discursive pactice in which the female blackbody is regulated, controlled and
re-signified in various ways. The art works selected belong to Kara Walker, a contemporary African
American artist who investigates largely the antebellum American Southern imagery. Shebisst
known for her larger-than-life tableaus containing black cutouts silhouettes of figures
representative of the chattel slavery society of mid 9t century. Walker interrogates given
structures of knowledge, while addressing issues like racism, sexispgwer relations and
oppression in a mixture of reality and fiction, which makes her art both intriguing and revealing.
7A1 EAO8O AOOEOOEA OAEA 11 CGATAAO OAT AGEIT O AT A OA

in a frame of postmodern thought anctultural production, seeks to embody desires and aspirations

25 Homa Hoodfarop. cit. p. 5.
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of certain social and cultural groups that have been (and still are) marginalized. Walker constructs
grotesque scenarios and turns her characters in paroxysmal versions of their abject Selvegs
irony and parody as instruments to dig into the nature of contemporary experience and underline

simmulatory processes, which lay the basis for stereotypes.

7A1 EAO8O AOOEOOEA | AdBcOwsk ofArach Agerd® andl idéuiityO byO A O
deconstruding classic oppositions in race and gender ordering: her silhouettes are only black,
regardless of their actual role in the panoramic scene. Another deconstructive artistic attitude is
clear in the intentional complication of the process of labeling indiduals as either victims or
aggressors. It is our argument that Kara Walker makes a stand for the general pegtucturalist
attitude against the decision to represent individuals as bodies. Walker confronts the consequent
objectification resulted from this cultural practice and uses figures and body shapes to stand for
absent, yet active subjectivities. Figures of black women are present in her works, as receptacles for
counter-discursive content and key elements in deconstructing stereotypes and questiog
misconceptions. In relation to the social time and space (chattel slavery system in the American
South), Walker includes stereotypes in an attempt to underline the almost exclusive materiality of
xI T AT60 j Ol AOGAOQ AT AEAO8 ( AQartlp énchianting,i pardy dembricOA OAT O,
social layout contain clear traces of practices the artists criticizes; various inscriptions upon female
black bodies are recalled in most of her works, as a brutal reminder of the cultural mistreatment of
black women, through different signs attached to their bodies: hypersexuality, lasciviousness,
oppression. Walker uses feminine figures in order to r@raft their agency; she empowers her
female figures by placing them in new relations towards other figures or the eimronment. Most of
her female figures act and react in an empowered manner, seemingly taking back control over their

own body movement and reversing established power relations.

Figure 1: Kara Walker

World's Exposition, 1997

Cutpaper on wall
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Installation dimensions variable; approximately 120 x 192 inches (304.8 x 487.7 cm)

7A1l EAO8O OAAT AOET O OAAI O O1 OAOGAI h AI111xETC
a society defined by grotesque, deviance and an overall collapse of moral values into the
materiality of abjection. In this perspective, most female figures are cotracted on a pattern of the
grotesque body, unfinished, always in tension with its own extensions. Female black bodies are
identified according to classic stereotypical imagery (bodily predispositions) and represented with
over-sized body parts, amputatedimbs and selfinflicted violence, in a paradoxical attempt to re
affirm subjectivity (Fig 1). Walker brings forth and critiques the moral degradation that eventually
led to a material degradation, appropriating in the process the female body as an objegtsurface
of projection (of fears, desires, power relations). Pregnancy, violence, or death defines an ever
AOAAOET ¢ AT Auh ETTAAO T &2/ A EARAECEOAT AA OAT OA 1 E
works illustrates a tension between pleasure and pa, while opening the space for critical
judgment. Overall, Walker acknowledges and recalls a particular practice of knowledge
production, specific to the historical time and space of the Antebellum American South; in this
layout, black bodies were definedas deviation from a western, white norm of bodily presence,
which inspired the social and cultural trauma of slavery, and led to the moral and psychological

incarceration of individuals.
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as deviantz a necessary step in the practice of othering. Much like the Hottentot Venus in Europe,
the female slave body underwent a steady and inescapable process of inscription and signification,
according to the cultural and poliical imperatives of the time. Black female body (along with the
male counterparts) were refused subjectivity, thus citizenship, in a system that required them be
regarded as mere instruments. Deviance and abjection are used to fill the space between figure
AT A O 1T ETE OEAEO 11 O0AI AT 008 )1 *OIlEA +OEOOAOGAGBO
throw away in order to survive and maintain a consistent corporeal existence. In this sense,
Walker includes feces, baodily fluids, blood, amputated limbsnd corpses in order to empower her
figures: these elements reference selwareness, awareness of the Other and a mindful attitude
towards the limits of the body. Elements of abjection in relation to the figures of the female black
body reference both theaggressive stereotypes that Walkers feels compelled to acknowledge and
combat, and the relation of the interior with the exterior, a relation that her female figures are able
to control and regulate. Female figures are thus empowered, presented as capableviolence, in
control of their own bodies, expressing manifest sexual desires; through these artistic choices,
Walker attempts to re-organize the division of power inside a system based on conceptual
dichotomies: men and women; white and black; master @& O1 AOA8 7AI EA0O6 O AEAOA
prescribed social norm and work towards a dystopian visualization of a reversed mastatave
dialectic, in which the line between victims and aggressors is blurred. Embodiment plays a central
role, since it allows fa a visualization of a strong discourse of empowerment, in a space of critical
and subversive reading of history. Ramifications and extensions of the body act as markers of

subjectivity, thus allowing female figures to move towards selfletermination.

WaEAO8O xT OEO T &£ AOO AAET AT A ATiTiTATO 11T A Ob
American history, but her artistic practice appears to be deeply rooted in the identification of
present-day stereotypical frames of mind, which might be the result of idesand unsubstantiated
AT TAAPOEI 10 AEAOAAOAOEOOEA O DbAOO OEI AOGs8-)T1 OEE
black silhouettes, placed against white walls challenge social seeing, including the viewer in a
gallery or museum in a web of productio and re-signification of signs and texts. The austere tone
of her works opens a space for viewer participatiory the reading of the scenes requires a set of
pre-given notions and assumption, which, Walker seems to underline, are not always free of
prejudice. How do viewers fill in the missing elements in her works? How are we to tell between
white and black female bodies? The answer could bring out the process of naturalization we

mentioned before z knowledge about specific groups (herez black females andtheir bodies) is
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drafted and reproduced in a regime predisposed to a particular way of imagining and seeing, a
phenomenon which eventually appropriates individuals and turns their bodies into commaodities.
Essentially, Walker takes an antracist and antisexist stand, which expands to include past and

present possible alterations of the image of black women.

)T 1T OAAO O1 AT Al UUA OIiT A T &£ OEAOGA AODPAAOOK xA

will point to a series of visual elements that are visuly enriched to become signs of racial and
gender stereotyping, while also functioning as tools in reversing these stereotypes. A striking
AAAOOOA T &£ 7A1 EAOGO A£AT ET ET AthelEBRogiésOnfetact with oti@E A E O
figures (black male bodies, figures of masters or white women) and produce narratives of

liberation, transgression and, essentially, empowerment.

I T A £OT AAT AT OAI OAl AGET 1T OEEP EO AOAxT AAOxAAI
bodies. The detail of7 T O A8 O igR.) conaidEtihrde white male figures, all in a state of
movement and interaction with the rest of the tableaux. In the foreground, a black woman is
beheading a white man, holding an ample body position. The male body appears to have recently
lost anarm, which is thrown away. The gradual dismemberment of the white male figure references

an onrgoing process of violence applied in a setting of reversed roles: the stereotypical victimized
black woman becomes the aggressor, in full awareness of her bodgd movements: her position

resembles an artist making a sculpture, which suggests authority and control.

In the same scene, another male figure that could represent a master is depicted as suffering from
a recently inflicted act of violence. Although its not clear who inflicted the pain, the figure suggests

loss of authority and power.

A third male figure identified as a master is found in the background, constructing a pile of
excrement. He is also lacking authority or power and is placed at the enfl @an abjection process
started by a black woman, who seems oblivious of the consequences of her acts and simply satisfies
some of her basic needs. The scene is built as a mixture of stereotypes (like hybridita concept
visualized by the black woman in lhe tree) and critical takes on the masteslave and blackwhite

power dialectic.

Figure 2: Kara Walker
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The Means to an End? A Shadow Drama in Five Acts, 1995
Suite of 5 prints
Aquatint and etching on light cream Somerset Satin wevpaper
Approximately 34.875 x 23.375 inches (88.6 x 59.4 cm) each

Edition of 2

Publisher: Landfall Press, Inc.

ket A

Another particular re-construction of the relationship between the black female body and the

white male body is depicted inA Meanstoan %1 A8 | 3 EAAT x $ OWelbrAastieédingt E O A

detail (Fig. 2) shows a white boy in a position of dependence and powerlessness. He depends on the
black woman to find satisfaction of a basic human neeghunger. The black woman is consequently

placed in a position of power and authority, her body movements suggesting intent and sealéntrol.
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Figure 3: Kara Walker

Consume, 1998
Cut paper on wall
69 x 32 inches
175.3x81.3cm

Breastfeeding is the central motif of another worlkz Consume, 1998. (Fig. 3)

In this scene, Walker proposes a distorted process of breastfeeding, which references abjection
and elements of subversive imagery on sexuality. Essentially, the piece is a commentary on
perverted forms of dependency, in which thefemale black body is appropriated and resignified
according to prejudices and misconceptions. The objects attached to her body reference
stereotypes z oversized shoes, offered maybe by her master, which embody the promise of
freedom. She is wearing whatit appears to be a banana skirz symbol of a deeply rooted
stereotypes founded on the racist notion of hybridity and suthumanity of black individuals. The
title of the piece suggests a critical position of the artist Walker underlines the steady proces of
commodification of black women, which become images to be consumed and disposed of at will; in
the piece, the black woman seems to be consuming herself, in a gesture that might suggests

empowerment and resistance.

Analize — Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies ® New Series ¢ Issue No 2 /2014



asqa/;
JOURNAL OF GENDER /I ze 18 | Page

AND FEMINIST STUDIES

In her attempt to propose a new dialect of power between black and white, Kara Walker brings
her black female silhouettes into contact with white female shapes. A detail bbok Away! Look

Away! Look Away! shows a predominance of white figures (Fig. 4).

Figure 4: Kara Walker

Look Away! Look Away! Look Away!, 1995

Cut paper on wal

Installation dimensions variable; approximately 156 x 420 inches (396.2 x 1,066.8 cm)

N /

The scene shows a black man rebelling against what could be his master. The master holds a
whip, an object that projects power; he seems ready to use violence, but appears to be unable to do
so. The white woman seems disturbed, but receives no (maybe awed) help from the black
woman (presumably a slave), who holds a sharp phallic object, resembling the one held by the
master. Somehow discordant with the narrative of the scene, a white girl severs her own hand, but

receives no help or attention. The only lack feminine body in this scene is passive, showing no
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emotional reaction to neither of the violent acts that take place. She seems, however, highly-self

aware and holds her arms ready to act, maybe in selefense.

The selected works are endemic of Kara A1 EA 08 O A Gt Ql&cEsAiminalfiguee©iA
the center of particular displays of power, making them move and react with control and
awareness. By using the image of the black female in ways that might produce shock, Walker makes
sure that steeotypes engraved in common memory are challenged, brought forth and thought
OpiTh AO A TAAAOGOAOU OOADP AAZEI OA OEAEO j AAOGEOAAC
political and critical, as it interrogates established hierarchies and challenge® EA x AU x1 | AT 6

bodies may be controlled and regulated in contemporaneity.

Artistic representations of Muslim female bodies. Questions of veiling and unveiling

This section proposes an analytical account of visual works of art that address the issuetloé
veiled female body. Given that the veil is often use as a political instrument in various atglamic
discourses, the veiled female body becomes consequently caught in the process of inscription and
signification: gender, sexuality and family relatios are reworked on the basis of a particular
cultivation of the Muslim veil as a symbol of gender oppression. The structure of visibility in most
Western cultures allows the veil to become a hypevisible object, overdetermined and flooded
with meanings produced and regulated following a specific ethos. In this perspective, resisting
these aggressive scripts requires a plethora of consistent counteliscursive practices that must
aim at deconstructing and redefining the meaning of the veil, in such a marmm as to permit the
veiled female body to exit control and political regulation. We argue that visual arts may present
the necessary accessibility for such an endeavor, and can offer the sufficient instruments for
(politically) voicing some of these concemns. We will select three emergent artists who, among other
tropes, employ in their art the veil, and interrogate the relationship between its use and female
subjectivity. In terms of disseminating their works, all three artists have the selected piece alable

on a platform that brings together Muslim women and their voicess.

The art works selected are photographs, seffortraits of the artists, who use their body image

in a counterdiscursive take on the various inscriptions they receive relative to thei

26 Available online athttp://muslima.imow.org/
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corporeality27/ 28/ 29, All works share some similarities: they are selportraits z an artistic choice
that suggests seHawareness and acute artistic intention. The artists take upon themselves to
embody a cultural trauma and visualize elements of common meory that are subsequently
opened up for criticism. The aesthetic architecture of a selportrait implies self-exposure,
autonomy of bodily presentation, and control over what enters the field of vision). All three
photographic works are suits of photograjs, a choice which suggests a desired complexity on the
part of the viewer z they construct a narrative that requires the reader to apply certain keys in
decoding. Fragmentation is a common feature present in the photograpkighe female veiled body

is not depicted in full, however, the fact that it is veiled becomes clear, which points to the
naturalization of stereotypes. All three artists underline the difficulty of defining identities. The
series of portraits represent, in fact, antiportraits, featured in the apparent refusal of the subject to
be appropriated, contained within the frame of the picture. The constant attempt to escape
containment forces the viewer to acknowledge the existence of another space, out of immediate
sight, but real, nevertheles. This is an allegory relating to the historical reductionist practices
applied to veiled female bodies, imagined as finite, defined by their physicality and appearance and
reduced to immanence. The artists restore fragments of transcendence to the archeal figure of
the veiled woman, allowing mobility and free passage out of any aggressive gaze. All three artists
are openly critical about onesided views on Muslim women, often circulated in the Western social
space. They include revorkings of the imageof veiled women, juggling notions like invisibility and
hyper-visibility, autonomy and submission, control and powerlessnessz oppositions that,
AOGOAT OEAT 1 Uh AOAAOA OEA EEATA 1T &£ OATOGEI1T EI xEEAI

society.

Mi OT A * Al AHe Fa® BFiy 5. @f€rences an aesthetic of repetition and reproduction,
proposing 15 selfportraits in what becomes a narrative of veiling and unveiling. The play between
visibility and invisibility is at work here, suggesting the exisence of different layers of social or
religious imperatives relative to the wearing of a veil. The main visual metaphor is, clearly, the act
of veiling, extending the strong visual potency to include movement, body position and general self

awareness of he subject.

27 Mouna Jemabiala, http://muslima.imow.org/gallery/fate , last accessed 18.12.2013

28 Marwa Adelhttp://muslima.imow.org/gallery/attempt , last accessed 18.12.2013

29 Feriel Bendjanahttp://muslima.imow.org/content/we _-they-and-i last accessed 18.12.2013
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Figure 5: The Fate, Mouna Jemal Siala

Digital Copy:http://muslima.imow.org/

The pose is fragmented, appearing guarded against an external looking subject, but also defiant
of potential gazes. The fragment of the body presented forces the viewer to keep focus on the upper
body and facial expressions, hinting at potential prejudicemanifest in the act of seeing. The subject
is suspended between repetition and difference, between the need for consistency, identity and
desire for progressz the figures portrayed are not identical; the posing subject is in a shifting
relationship with herself: she can move, but is apparently unable to leave the frame entirely; she
seeks anonymity, but is bound to visibility and exposure, on the basis of an owdetermination of
her appearance (the veil). The suite of photographs depicts a gradual covagi of the face; the
subject seems in control of the covering, as there is no other agent present in the scene. Her
movements are ample, and maintain a steady level of freedom until the entire covering of the face.
Her bodily consistency is not altered byhe veil, just as her identity is not necessarily modified as
her face is covered. This series of sghiortraits unravels a critical take on social practice, as it
comments on the inescapable feature of the veil as a marker of difference. The process dingis
here a oneway route, from having the face completely revealed, to having it entirely covered. The
artist includes no unveiling routine, which stresses the idea that Muslim women are at all times,

either covered or uncovered, defined in relationd a present or absent veil. There seems to be little
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if any space outside this binary representation, which is, evidently, an act of cultural aggression and

reduction of agency.

Marwa Adel proposes a visualization of the attempt to escape conceptual coim@ent and
social inscription. In her An Attempt (Fig 6) she constructs a visual narrative of escape and

entrapment, not making it clear which may prevail.

Figure 6: An Attempt, Marwa Adel

gital
Copy:
http:/.

[musl
ima.i
mow.

org/

S

employs the aesthetic of the veil, underlining at all times the double nature of the image of the

veiled body: the veil is a vessel of meaning, identity for women who choose to control their
appearance, but is also a site of pjection of misconceptions and prejudices regarding Muslim

xI T AT60 CATAAO OAI AOGEI T 6nh OA@GOATI EOQU AT A O1T AEAI
surrounding the veil, in a clearly stated attempt to escape socitultural tension. The interplay

between visibility and invisibility is evident, referencing the defining power of the (western) gaze:

she seems able to rip off the clothing and escape the perceive entrapment, but chooses not to,
maybe to underline that it is only an illusion of coercion, one educed and multiplied within a

specifically western field of vision.

Feriel Bendjama employs her own veiled body in a piece of photographic work that is
essentially a commentary on the same issue of the Muslim veil and its various projections in the
western social space. InVe, They, And | (Fig 7), Bendjama explores the content and vectors of

expectations, fears and desires in relation to the veiled body.
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Figure 7: We, They, and I, Feriel Bendjana

Digital Copy:http :/muslima.imow.org/

Her figures depict three different aspects that attempt simultaneously to define or categorize a

OAET AA EAT AT A AT AU8 )1 " Al -AdirAiis AhovDat lbastithree diffrdndh 04 E A
perspectives on the Islamic headcarf. In the photographs we see a woman with the headscarf. On

the one hand you see the headscarf from the desired perspective of Muslims, while on the other you

see it from the clichéd perspective of norMuslims. The women with the red headscarf represdn

the many facets of a Muslima, which usually do not conform to the usual stereotypes of a Muslim

x 1 1 AsQ. Bhe piece points directly at the ovedetermination of the veiled female body, its forceful
appropriation in different and sometimes antithetic discd OOA O xEEAE AOAT OOAT 1 U E

agency and cripple subijectivity.

Conclusion

30 Quote available online ahttp:/muslima.imow. org/content/we -they-and-i, last accessed 18.12.2013
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This article was set out to explore the black female body and the veiled female body as cultural
artifacts, products of sedimented habits of social seeing. Caught in adi@f vision that attempt the
perpetual othering of these two sociecultural entities, the black and veiled female body have
common features, in their cultural existence: despite being designed in different layouts, spatially
and chronologically, they undego similar processes of construction, inscription and fragmentation.
The overexposed and hypersexualized body of the black female (emerged during the slavery
system and maintained long after the Emancipation) seems to counter the image of the veiled
woman, hidden, inaccessible to white male gaze. However, both types of body undergo
objectification and are used in a process of cultural consumption of images. The comparative view
on these two cultural artifacts proposes critical interrogations regarding thenotion of body
exposure, the meaning of its immediately accessible exteriority, and the projection in a field of
visibility dominated by power relations expressed in the dichotomy of the seeing subject (white,

male) and the seen object (female, black).

ThA x1 OEET ¢ Al 1 AAPO 1T £ O7TAOOA0T CAUASG EAO AAAI
AT T ET AT AA6 AT A OxEEOA68 4EA 1 AET AOOOI POEIT EO
the black and veiled female bodyface is Western. However, there is aaviety of other ways of
seeing and objectifying gazes that these two types of bodies might come into contact with: the black
male and Muslim male, other black women or other Muslim women. The multiplicity of social
interactions in which the female body plgs a central role points to the complexity of this cultural

product, and it can be further analyzed in detail.
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